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CULTUrAL TrAnSLATIOn: MIrOSLAv PEnKOv’S EAsT oF THE 
WEsT
Alexandra GLAvAnAKOvA  
(St. Kliment Ohridski University, Bulgaria)
Резюме: В статията се анализират разкази от сборника „На Изток от Запада“ от бъл-
гарския автор Мирослав Пенков. Сравняват се двата текста – оригиналът написан на ан-
глийски език и преводът извършен от самия автор на родния му език – с цел да се изследва 
преводният акт като културологичен процес на пренаписване не само на лингвистично ниво, 
а по-скоро за да  се проследи динамичната трансформация на личността на имигранта и на 
взаимопроникването на българските и американските културни пластове. Изследва се опита 
за предефиниране в текста на понятия като национална принадлежност, родина, роден език, 
граница, свое-чуждо, изток-запад в постколониалния, глобализиращ се свят. Фокусът пада 
на два от разказите в сборника – „На Изток от Запада“ и „Как купихме Ленин“ – с цел да 
се изследва акта на „себепревеждането“ като вид себепознаване и изучаване на родното от 
позицията на дистанция на мигриращия, космополитен, постмодерен човек. 
Introduction.	Miroslav	penkov’s	widely	 acclaimed	 short	 story	 collection	
East of the West is an illustration of “migrant writing.” This is a category of 
fictional writing which, in my view, is distinct from the great variety of nar-
ratives	 focusing	 on	 the	 comparable	 themes	 of	 exile,	 immigration,	 uprooting,	
and	 dislocation.	 First	 among	 these	 are	 the	 exilic	 narratives	 –	 autobiographies	
and	memoirs	–	written	about	the	traumatic	experiences	of	Bulgarian	exiles	who	
left	their	home	country	prior	to	1989	with	no	prospects	of	ever	returning;1	in	a	
second group fall the stories of travels to North America – mostly non-fictional 
travelogues	–	which	have	appeared	in	great	numbers	from	the	1990s	onwards.2	
1 I am listing here some those originally published in English, with the exception of the first 
one: Любомир Канов. Между двете хемисфери. София: Издател Анго Боянов, 2002; Lilia 
McGinnis.	The Echo of Memories. A Memoir from Both Sides of the Iron Curtain,	Bloomington:	
author	house,	2004;	vladislav	Todorov. Red Square/Black Square. Organon for Revolutionary 
Imagination. Albany: SUNY, 1995 <http://vladislavtodorov.com/redSquareBlackSquare.aspx>;	
Kapka	Kassabova.	Street Without Name. Childhood and Other Misadventures in Bulgaria,	lon-
don:	portobello	Books,	2008;	radka	Yakimov. Café “The Blue Danube”, Bloomington:	iUniverse,	
2010;	radka	Yakimov.	Ashes of Wars. A Twentieth Century Story,	Bloomington:	iUniverse,	2011.
2 Some of the travelogues that came out in the 1990s in Bulgarian: Марко Семов. И за Аме-
рика като за Америка. София: ИК Пейо Яворов, 1991; Величко Андреев. Мозайка от САЩ. 
Как се забогатява, махалото и още нещо. Пловдив 1993; Калина Стефанова. Нюйоркчани.	
София: Издателство „Весела Люцканова“, 1995; Пепа Витанова и Иван Кулеков. Америка – 
дъжд на морското дъно, София: Факел, 1995; Веселина Седларска. Мечтах за Мисисипи.	
София: Български журналист, 1996; Божидара Брозиг. Докосване до Манхатън и Ню Йорк.	
София: Пирамида 91 ЕООД, 1999; Стефано Кристофф. Ню Йорк и Монтреал и части от 
Америка и Канада. София: Дъга принт“, 2001; Милена Димитрова. Една година в Америка.	
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While these two groups are largely non-fictional, occasionally bordering on the 
factional, the “migrant writings” that have been published in the last decade are 
rendered predominantly as fictional tales.3	This	latter	type	of	narratives	that	have	
recently	appeared	are	produced	by	writers	of	Bulgarian	descent	who	have	for	the	
large	part	migrated	to	North	america	–	USa	and	Canada	–	and	have	chosen	to	
write mostly fictional texts articulating their experiences of migration from the 
east	to	the	West.














approach	 in	 choosing	 to	 write	 in	 one’s	 second	 language	 and	 then	 translating	
that very writing in one’s own native tongue is what I find rather unusual and 
worth	exploring.	penkov’s	treatment	of	language,	identity	and	home	serves	as	the	







София: Европрес, 2003; Константин Колев. Ню Йорк, Ню Йорк. София: ИК „Колинс“, 2004; 
Веселин Давидков. USA – OK. До Чикаго и напред. София: Сиела, 2009; Иво Стефанов. Със 
зелена карта в Америка. София: Издателство „Весела Люцканова“, 2010. The list is by no 
means	complete.
3 Милена Фучеджиева. Белият негър/ The White Nigger. София: Биг Бенг и Гекон, 2001; 
Алек Попов. Черната кутия. София: Захари Стоянов, 2007; Захари Карабашлиев. 18% си-
во. София: Сиела, 2008/ Zachary Karabashliev. 18% Gray,	Translated	from	Bulgarian	by	angela	
Rodel, Rochester: Open Letter Press, 2013; Илия Троянов. Светът е голям и спасение дебне от 
всякъде. Translation from German. София: Сиела, 2007.
4 His short story “Buying Lenin” was selected by Salman Rushdie as guest editor for the 





more specifically in movies and TV series.5
penkov’s	book	in	its	english	version	has	the	subtitle	A Country in Stories,	
thus	 focusing	 on	 the	 representation	 of	Bulgaria	 as	 an	 imaginary	 land,	 a	men-
tal	space	where	the	subjective	reconstructions	of	myth,	legend	and	history	take	
place.	living	away	from	one’s	homeland	triggers	the	writer’s	imagination.	The	
emotional	 turmoil	of	dislocation	acts	as	muse,	as	 the	source	of	 inspiration	 the	
writer	can	tap	to.	The	land	of	origin	becomes	the	imaginary	country,	as	posited	
by Salman Rushdie in his now classic essay “Imaginary Homelands,” and by 
portraying	it,	the	writer	is	portraying	“no	more	than	one	version	of	all	hundreds	
of millions of possible versions” (Rushdie 10) located in the past, itself “a coun-
try from which we have all emigrated” (Rushdie 12). Penkov questions the very 
idea	of	belonging	 in	a	cosmopolitan	world.	Nose,	one	of	 the	most	memorable	












can	be	traced	back	to	Walter	Benjamin’s	The Task of the Translator (1999). Cul-
tural	translation	is	hereby	interpreted	essentially	as	the	complex	interconnection	





5 Some examples of such movies: Писмо до Америка/ Letter to America, dir. Iglika Triffono-
va, 2001; Емигранти/ Emigrants, dir. Ivailo Hirstov and Ljudmil Todorov, 2003;Светът е голям и 
спасение дебне от всякъде/ The World Is Big and Salvation Lurks around the Corner, dir. Stephan 
Komandarev, 2008; Стъпки в пясъка/ Footsteps in the Sand, dir. Ivaylo Hirstov, 2010; Тилт/ Tilt, 







fidelity; on the translator as ‘traitor.’ There has been a growing awareness that 
translation	 is	 a	 dynamic	 act	 of	 representation	 and	 interpretation,	 performing	 a	




continuation	 of	 this	 approach	 that	 cultural	 studies,	 largely	within	 the	 frame	 of	
postcolonial	and	postmodernist	discourses,6	and	translation	studies	have	merged	
into the hybrid field of cultural translation. Cultural translation sets out to examine 
not	so	much	the	transition	of	texts	from	one	language	into	another,	though	that	cer-
tainly can be a valid area of exploration within the field, but rather looks to explore 
the	active	intercultural	exchanges.	Thus,	its	focus	falls	mainly	on	the	diversity	of	
cultural	contacts	and	is	in	accordance	with	h.	Bhabha’s	view	of	the	“performativ-










H. Bhabha’s theoretical writings challenge the more narrow definition of 
translation	and	establish	its	connection	to	displacement,	to	“the	liminality	of	the	
migrant experience” (Bhabha 1994: 224). Bhabha’s questioning of the founda-
tional	 concepts	 of	 language,	 nation,	 subject	 and	 character	 can	be	 applied	 as	 a	
useful	 tool	 in	 the	 analysis	 of	 narratives	 of	 immigration	 focusing	on	voluntary	
displacement,	where	authors	and	characters	become	interpreters	of	culture.	This	
“literature of migration” maintains a constant dialogue across languages and cul-
tures ultimately leading to Bhabha’s notion of “third space”, where acts of sig-
nification and cultural translation take place (Bhabha 1990: 207). It is a site of 
tension,	of	competing	powers:	“The	non-synchronous	temporality	of	global	and	
6 For more information on the interconnection between the fields of Translations Studies and 
Cultural Studies see H. Trivedi. “Translating Culture vs Cultural Translation”, in P. St-Pierre and P.C. 





es…” (Bhabha 1994: 218). “Third space” for Bhabha denotes the undermining 
of	hegemonic	cultures,	making	possible	intermingling,	leading	to	new	forms	of	
hybridity	and	heterogeneity	both	 in	 linguistic	and	cultural	 terms.	This	process	
is	creative,	productive,	and	acts	as	an	eye-opening	experience	that	broadens	the	
migrant’s	perception	of	the	world.
The Author and the Text. Miroslav	penkov	was	born	and	raised	in	Bul-
garia.	he	moved	to	the	US	in	2001	to	study	on	a	scholarship.	after	receiving	a	
phD,	he	has	been	teaching	creative	writing	at	the	University	of	North	Texas	and	
working as a fiction editor for the American Literary Review.	his	short	stories	
have appeared in several prestigious fiction magazines and collections of stories. 
His first book, East of the West,	written	in	english	and	published	in	2011	in	the	
U.S., has won a number of awards and was a finalist for the 2012 William Sar-
oyan	International	prize	for	Writing.	The	title	story	won	the	BBC	International	
Short	Story	award	for	2012.	In	Bulgaria	the	short	story	collection	appeared	under	











ters and small villages in “East of the West,” “Cross Thieves,” “A Picture with 
Yuki,” and “The Letter.” There are stories conveying the hardships of immigra-
tion,	poignantly	translating	the	pain	of	the	immigrant	experience,	the	alienation	













as	myths,	 folk	 tales	and	legends.	Some	of	 the	stories,	 for	example	“The	Night	
Horizon” and “Devshirmeh,” are written in the magical realistic mode where 
characters	and	events	assume	larger	than	life,	mythical	proportions.	Others	are	
presented in the absurdist mode, “Buying Lenin” for instance, which largely con-
tributes	to	the	fact	that	the	narratives	are	so	painfully	and	hilariously	effective.







language plays in this process in the story “Buying Lenin,” alongside the fluidity 
of boundaries in the title story “East of the West.”
Language and Self in Translation.		penkov	is	a	translingual.	he	has	written	
his	stories	about	Bulgaria	in	english,	a	language	he	did	not	begin	to	learn	until	
he was 14. He pleads on the final page of his book “forgive me, beautiful Bulgar-
ian	language,	for	telling	stories	in	a	foreign	tongue,	a	tongue	that	is	now	sweet	








The English text abounds in Bulgarian expressions, culture-specific words 
and	concepts,	which	he	leaves	in	most	cases	to	be	self-explanatory,	without	at-
tempting to fill in missing information. In some cases, however, he provides mul-
tiple definitions (as is the case of yad)7 or long descriptions to fill in the cultural 
gaps.	penkov	has	tried	to	render	the	impression	of	local	color	by	providing	eth-
7 In the last story in the volume, “Devshirmeh”, an expatriate resigned to a squalid existence in 





you squandered. (2011: 201)
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nographic details and resorting to the (self-)exoticization of Bulgaria through the 
abundant	use	of	realia.	he	has	opted	for	preserving	a	large	number	of	words	in	
the	original	 language,	which	he	has	 transcribed	 in	english,	 for	 instance:	sbor, 
rakia, terlitsi, zograf8, havanche, mednik, samodivi, vampiri, karakonjuli, tsls-
dumi, feredje,	 just	 to	name	a	 few.	alongside	 these,	 there	 are	other	 intractable	
in translation cultural references to historical figures such as Mitko Palauzov, 
for example, the youngest Bulgarian communist guerilla fighter, whose name is 





West,	past	 and	present,	 the	umbilical	 cord	 that	 links	him	 to	his	home	and	 the	
alienation	and	loneliness	experienced	in	the	foreign	land,	penkov	stages	a	much	
more elaborate internal conflict: that of the necessity to have ideals and to hold 
onto	them	as	an	important	survival	strategy	in	a	world	of	constant	upheaval.	The	




one knew where I was from, or cared to know. I had nothing to say to this world” 
(2011: 60).















bombs for soccer games, I studied English” (2011: 55). Accepted (like Penkov) 




language is a third, the one that says, “it was fixin’ to rain”, “a bummer” and 
“yonder” (2011: 60). He continues: “I was exposed to words I didn’t know. … 
What	was	a	hotpocket?	I	wondered.	Why	was	my	roommate	so	excited	to	see	two	
girls … making out. What were they making out?” (2011: 60). So the narrator 
immerses	himself	into	his	second	language,	soaking	in	the	vernacular	until	“the	











extensively written about the need she felt to “murder” her mother tongue, which 




















Bulgarian translation are reminiscent of those of Yordan Yovkov (1880–1937) 
and Elin Pelin (1877–1949), as well as of Nikolay Haitov (1919–2002) and Ivailo 
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Petrov (1923–2005), who wrote in a similar style.9	penkov	keeps	 the	 tradition	
alive	by	presenting	Bulgaria	as	an	exotic,	distant	and	rather	quaint	place.	Such	
preference	for	the	old-style,	antiquated	language	and	ambience	is	even	more	ap-
parent in the Bulgarian “translation” done by Penkov of the original English text. 
here	the	writer/translator	has	opted	for	a	language	that	is	vaguely	archaic,	and	
poetic in a folkloric way (for example „търкулнаха се пет лета“, „догдето“, 
еtc.).10
an	 even	more	 curious	 issue	 to	 consider	 in	 this	 context	 is	 how	much	 the	
translation	of	 the	english	 text	 can	be	 interpreted	 as	 a	 form	of	 betrayal.	 Is	 the	
translator	translating	into	his	own	mother-tongue	a	traitor?	Is	he	being	unfaithful	
to	the	original,	or	disloyal	to	the	mother	tongue?	These	questions	become	even	
more	pertinent	 since	 any	 translator’s	 choice	 can	either	 subvert	or	 enhance	 the	
meaning	of	the	original	written	in	the	‘step-mother’	tongue.	The	act	of	translation	
acquires in such a context a much larger social and personal significance. Penkov 





Cultural Geography in Translation. In the story “East of the West” a boy 
meets his cousin Vera, the love of his life, once every five years at the sbor	of	
their	two	villages.	The	protagonist,	called	Nose,	lives	in	Bulgaria	during	social-
ism,	while	she	lives	across	the	river,	which	serves	as	a	border	between	the	two	





9	 For	more	 on	 the	 issue	 of	 self-exoticization	 of	 Bulgaria	 in	 texts	written	 by	 contemporary	
Bulgarian writers see Мари Врина-Николов, „Екзотизация срещу европейскост: българско-
то – поглед от България и от САЩ“ ЛВ, бл. 33, 17–23.10.2012 <http://litvestnik.wordpress.
com/2012/10/21>		accessed	January	2013.	
10 Consider for example the style of the following comic portrayal of the “vehicle” and driver 
carrying	the	Bulgarians	across	the	river	into	Serbia	for	the	sbor:
Ей така я прекосявахме: Бумтене над водата и кълбета дим. Михалаки пристига 
на своята лодка. Лодката е славна. Не лодка, ами сал с мотор. В единия му край 
Михалаки е заковал седалката на стар москвич, а после я е тапицирал с козя кожа. 
С косъма навън. На черни и бели петна и с мъничко кафяво. Ето го, седи на трона 
си – спокоен, страховит. Смуче лула с абаносов мундщук, а дългата му бяла коса се 
вее подире му като байрак. (Пенков 2012: 31)
278













recently has the process of the “Europeanization” of Bulgaria been completed, 









madness, obsession and death, as when the protagonist of “Buying Lenin” con-
fesses that he has become infected with “the rabies of the West” (2011: 55), while 
his	 grandfather	 compares	 the	english	 language	 to	 a	 rabid	 dog	 that	will	 easily	
poison his grandson’s mind (2011: 56). The narrator himself feels that the words 
of the English language he was trying to master, “tormented [me] like a rash” 
(2011:62). At the same time the West is presented as a mythical land of freedom 
where	life	will	be	different,	symbolized	for	Nose	by	the	worn-out	pair	of	jeans	he	
buys	from	vera:	“I	liked	how	loose	they	were	around	my	waist,	how	much	space,	
how much Western freedom they provided around my legs” (2011: 35).
But	the	east,	too,	is	not	conceptualized	in	a	straightforward	way.	It	is	the	
place	where	the	home	is,	both	full	of	passion,	love,	emotion,	but	tormenting	as	
an open fire. In “Buying Lenin” “the east blazes red” and that refers not only 
to the sun rising in the sky (2011:68). In a similar way during Elitsa’s and her 
beloved’s funeral on both sides of the river, “the banks came alive with fire, two 
11 For an analysis of this process see Владимир Трендафилов, „Кризата, която обнадежда-
ва: наследството от европеизацията.“  Култура. Брой 2 (2485), 18 януари 2008  <http://www.
kultura.bg/bg/article/view/13732>	accessed	February	2010
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hands of fire that could not come together. Between those hands was the river” 
(2011: 43). The East, however, is also where you have no future, no life. The 
final advice that Nose’s father gives him is to leave, to go West, because the land 
of	the	east	is	a	bitch.	he	admonishes:	“and	you	can’t	expect	anything	good	from	
a bitch” (2011: 46).
The	village	torn	in	half	by	the	border	comes	to	signify	the	state	of	passing	
over,	of	crossing	on	to	the	other	side,	while	the	river	itself	serves	as	the	symbol	of	
the (im)/penetrability and transmutability of borders. The river is a fluid, flowing 
boundary	that	has	been	moved	at	the	will	of	people,	thus	emphasizing	the	fact	
that all boundaries are relative, artificial constructs. In the story the characters 
undertake	multiple	crossings	of	 the	river	often	by	swimming	to	the	other	side,	
and,	sometimes,	on	a	raft	–	probably	reminding	the	reader	of	huckleberry	Finn’s	
failed quest for freedom and the urge to escape from the corrupting influence of 
civilization	into	a	state	of	innocence	in	the	wilderness.
The	river,	too,	is	not	an	unequivocal	symbol	of	freedom,	of	the	escape	route	
to the West. Even if it were to stand for liberty, “people can’t live in rivers” Vera 
tells	Nose	during	one	of	their	nightly	rendezvous	in	the	moonlit	no-man’s	waters	
(2011: 40). The river is the site of impossible love-seeking and love-making, 
the site of the drowned church, of submerged faith. It is most significantly the 
“spineless, muddy thief” (2011: 44) that takes away not only your family and 
loved	ones,	but	all	you	believe	in,	the	sense	of	meaning.	a	direct	reference	to	the	
unsustainability of all artificial disunions and separations of people and land is 
the	paraphrase	of	several	lines	from	ecclesiastes,	Chapter	1,	verse	5	incorporated	
in	penkov’s	story:






This “nothing-is-new-under-the-sun” quote is linked intertextually to one of 





derstanding	her	 confusion	 and	pain,	Nose	 comes	 to	 realize	 that	 “she	had	nice	
shoes,	and	jeans,	and	could	listen	to	bands	from	the	West,	but	I	owned	something	











land or water, I wonder, if not that man himself?” (2011: 52) After attempting to 
write	his	own	life	into	that	of	his	characters,	to	reimagine	the	plight	of	the	migrant	
crossing	that	river,	penkov	contests	that	east	and	West	are	not	only	geographical	
locations, but more significantly they are figments of the imagination.




chological trajectory of immigration is now very different” (Hoffman 2011: 340), 
the (im)/migrant still undergoes a culture shock, an identity crisis, what Hoffman 
calls a “cultural schizophrenia” (2011: 211). This is a dynamic process, which 
may	often	lead	to	the	attitude	of	self-estrangement,	variously	called	a	“contrapun-
tal awareness” (Said)12 and a “stereoscopic vision” (Rushdie 1991:11). Bhabha 
interprets this condition of hybridity of the “translational transnational” (1990: 















Benjamin 1999:	W.	Benjamin.	The Task of the Translator.	Illuminations.	Trans.	Zorn	h.	london:	
pimlico.
Bhabha 1990:	h.	Bhabha.	The	Third	Space.	Interview	with	homi	Bhabha	In	Identity: Community, 
Culture, Difference. (Ed.) Jonathan Rutherford. London: Lawrence and Wishart, 207–221.
Bhabha 1994:	h.	Bhabha.	The Location of Culture.	london	&	New	York:	routledge,	1994.
Flood 2012:	 a.	 Flood.	 Miroslav	 penkov	 Wins	 BBC	 International	 Short	 Story	 award.	 The 
Guardian. Oct. 3, 2012. <http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2012/oct/03/miroslav-penkov-
bbc-international-short-story-award>	accessed	Nov.	2012.
Hoffman 1989:	e.	hoffman.	Lost in Translation: A Life in a New Language.	New	York	&	london:	
penguin	Books.
Hoffman 2011:	e.	hoffman.	‘living	in	Translation’:	a	Conversation	with	eva	hoffman.	European 
Journal of Women’s Studies	vol.18,	November	2011:	339–347.
Penkov 2011:	M.	penkov.	East of the West. A Country in Stories.	london:	Sceptre.
Penkov 2012: М. Пенков. На изток от запада. София: Сиела.
Rushdie 1991:	 S.	 rushdie.	 Imaginary Homelands: Essays and Criticism 1981–1991,	 london:	
Granta	Books.
